Introduction
In the early 1990s, every time I drove on the main western route which links the suburbs to the city of Bombay, I became curious about the ongoing construction of a massive temple complex abutting the road at Prabhadevi. I learnt that this temple was dedicated to Siddhivinayak, a form of Ganesh, the elephant-headed god, to replace a modest shrine. The building work continued for several years and the temple subsequently entrenched itself in the popular imaginary as a landmark of the city. It is now sadly also been surrounded by barriers and other security arrangements, as many believe it could be the focus of a terrorist attack, partly because of the bombing of the Akshardham temple in Gandhinagar but also because of the increasing insecurity of Mumbai since the events of November 2008.
Yet the temple continues to be popular and is a visible focal point for many Mumbaikers, not just because of its location but also because it attracts hundreds of barefoot devotees who walk there from all parts of Mumbai for the early Tuesday morning ceremonies at the shrine. The processions have become a feature of the city, giving it the occasional festive feel of a modern pilgrimage, albeit in a cosmopolitan metropolis.
Ganesh is a popular deity all over India, invoked before all Hindu ceremonies as the
Lord of Beginnings and Remover of Obstacles (Vighnaharta). His close association with
Mumbai is well attested through the Ganapati Utsav, the Ganesh festival, not least because images of his immersion in the sea against a backdrop of skyscrapers have become a visual He is often coloured red, the colour he becomes after killing the demon Sindura. Newer media from film to cartoons have allowed other ways of portraying him, while his images have also changed (see below).
The major stories about Ganesh appear in the Puranas, compendia of myths, which are dated from the 5thC AD, later than the great epics of the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. The three best known stories about Ganesh are his birth and how he acquired his elephant's head; and his competition with his brother (sometimes leading to his wedding) and his relationship with his family; the story of Ganesh Chaturthi, the fourth day of the lunar month Bhadrapada (usually September) and his relationship with Chandra, the Moon. These stories appear frequently in the mythological and devotional genres of Indian cinema, 1 where
Ganesh has featured regularly from silent period onwards, with several being in the 1950s and 1960s, the most famous of which are Shri Ganesh Mahima/Shri Krishna Vivah, dir.
Homi Wadia, 1950; Shri Ganesh Janma, dir. Jayant Desai, 1951; Shri Ganesh Vivah, dir. Jaswant Jhaveri, 1955; Shree Ganesh, dir. SS Dharwadkar, 1962. 2 There are many variations in these myths, according to region and to different traditions. The texts themselves are aware of these, in particular of the many versions of why Ganesh has an elephant's head. -‗Because of the distinction between eras,' the Siva Purana insists, ‗the story of Ganesha's birth is told in different ways. ' ‖ 3 The elephant head
The version of the story usually shown in films is that Parvati creates a male child and gives him life, Shiv returns to find his way obstructed and beheads the child. Parvati is griefstricken but Shiv cannot replace the head which is defiled so orders his followers to bring the head of the first animal they meet and he transplants the elephant's head onto the child's body. Shiv makes him head of Ganas and tells all gods he must be worshipped first. Lord of Obstacles -gives them to those who do not invoke him first and removes them from those who pray to him. various animal forms.
In Hindu mythology, gods often behave like humans. Many gods have human (ish) bodies, that is they look like humans, though they may have extra arms and the ability to change shape, but they have special attributes, mentioned in the Nala-Damayanti episode of the Mahabharata, where Damayanti can distinguish the man from the gods only because he sweats, blinks, his garlands wither and he stands on the ground, casting a shadow.
Ganesh has a small body with a big stomach. Although the historic origins may be that this is the form of the ganas, it is often understood to be the body of boy, soft and not very masculine. He is dressed like a human, though with extra arms, and he usually sits as human although sometimes he dances or even fights. He is a combination of human and animal, but it is not entirely clear what the balance is between the two. Ganesh may be considered a theriomorphic deity, but he is not an elephant god, but a god with elephant head.
Yet although the origins of the head and interpretations of this story have been examined, the nature of the elephant-headedness has been overlooked.
In iconography, the elephant head is noted first. But does the head dominate the body? If the heart is human but is the mind (which in Sanskrit is the seat of emotions) elephant? In western art, the face and head are seen as having primacy over the rest of the body, but this is not the case in Indian art 7 where the body is as important. Yet even if it does not matter which part of the whole is human and which is elephant, most assume Ganesh is like other gods, taking a human form, but with a trunk. Yet although Ganesh's body does not change to suit his head, his head is sometimes more elephantine and sometimes more human. He has a trunk, elephant ears and tusks, but sometimes he has human eyes and eyebrows, rather than small elephant eyes and short hair.
It seems that he is becoming more human over time. He can be a regal elephant with a human body 8 but in Calcutta Art Studio"s later print he is a human baby with an elephant head, 9 or while recent images show him as a baby with a human-elephant face.
10 Other images show him in a more abstract form where it is hard to discern how animal and how human his body is.
Ganesh is also ‗human' in his form, his dress human, his ornaments and decorations begin human and elephant, combining a regal masculinity with the cuteness of a greedy sweet-eating ‗elephant' and also that of a child. The long history of human and elephant relations in India ranges from those of conflict to cooperation. The elephant has long been regarded as regal, majestic and beautiful 11 as is Ganesh, 12 but today elephants, especially baby elephants and elephant images, are regarded as cute. So Ganesh, a powerful god, who is one of the least human, is also one that devotees find the most approachable, and this can be considered through the category of ‗cute', making him more personal, reachable, Although small and black, it is charming, it is the apple of my eye.
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Ganesh is a very powerful god, and is also the son of a and Parvati, two of Hinduism's most powerful deities. This family unit forms three of main five smarta, orthodox, deities, along with Vishnu and Surya. However, he seems more approachable through this idea of ‗cute' -shown as smaller than them despite his elephant's head, often a child, and comes across as gentle, relaxed, kind and benevolent, with an almost playful sense of fun. This is conveyed in cinema and in art, where he is depicted as a clever but also benevolent person, his cuteness deriving not only from his elephant-ness and his childlike form, but also from his role in the family where he tries to do his duty to his parents and his brother.
The second most popular story of Ganesh, at least in films, is the story of his family, in particular his rivalry with his brother, often set in the context of a competition to win Riddhi and Siddhi as brides. This story shows the cleverness of Ganesh contrasted with the prowess of his six-headed brother, Skanda (Karttikeya, Murugan). One version is that Shiv and Parvati say the first who goes around the world three times will marry Brahma's daughters. Skanda flew off round the universe while Ganesh walked round his parents saying that they were his world, so Ganesh won the brides. Lutgendorf, Ibid., show he is also devoted to his father. The famous story has him going around both parentsnot just his mother. While in some sense he is not quite his parents' biological son, he is created from part of his mother's body and his father gives him his head. In other words, he is partly created by his father who gives him a second birth after he is killed, so he is very much Shiv's son. There are other signs of closeness: the elephant association of Shiv, who killed the elephant demon Gajasura; Shiv also wears snakes; and Ganesh's name derives from his status as the leader of Shia's ganas (gana + ish = Ganesh), the hosts which surround him.
Ganesh has other family relations in other traditions, 20 including being married to two wives, Riddhi and Siddhi (or Buddhi), and has two children Shubh and Labh, while the popular mythological, Jai Santoshi Maa, shows him creating the eponymous goddess.
These stories of the family are also part of Ganesh's elephantness, in that elephants, like humans, live in family units, although his family looks like a human, or rather divine, nuclear family, rather than the matriarchal family structure adopted by herds of elephants.
The Ganpati Utsav
The third most popular story about Ganesh in mythological films concerns the origins of the Ganpati Utsav, the Ganesh festival, celebrated on Ganesh Chaturthi, the fourth day of the light half (waning) of the lunar month of Bhadrapada, which is sacred to Ganesh. The 4 th of dark half of the month is always inauspicious day to start new things but a good day to worship Ganesh. However, the 4 th of light half is auspicious in other months, but Ganesh curses all who look at moon on this day in Bhadrapada.
The Moon laughed at Ganesh for being strange-looking. A popular version is that Ganesh ate so many sweets that his stomach swelled up. As he was riding home on his rat, a snake scared the rat which reared up so Ganesh fell down and his stomach burst, spilling sweets. Ganesh picked up his sweets then tied the snake around his stomach as a belt. The moon laughed at him so Ganesh pulled out a tusk, threw it at the moon, and cursed him so he would not be seen. The world went dark, and the other gods asked Ganesh to restore the moon. He said the curse could not be undone but the moon would wax and wane each month. The temple was founded before the area becomes residential after the development of the local railway. It is situated on the southern end of Mahim Bay, which was a salt-making area until the 1850s, south of Mahim woods and surrounded by farms and rice-growing areas.
It was populated mostly by Koli fishermen and Agri salt-makers. These two groups (now classed as Other Backward Castes) are mostly devotees of Khandoba but increasingly of Ganesh.
The existing accounts do not say why the site was significant -though the nearby temple of Prabhadevi, after whom the area is named, suggests this was already a holy site, perhaps a water source as old maps suggest Prabhadevi is built on land reclaimed from the Worli Sluice, and there was once a pond at the Siddhivinayak temple.
The main source for the history of the temple is given on the site's webpages 24 , which In the early twentieth century, Ramakrishna Maharaj Jambhekar, whose organisation was based nearby next to Dadar beach, 25 buried two murtis at the order of his guru, Swami
Samarth, over which a mandaar tree grew that can still be seen in the temple. Twenty-one years later a swayambhu (self-originating) murti appeared in the tree.
Jambhekar sent Govind Chintaman Phatak as a priest to improve the temple, which he did over the next 18 years and painted the image the red it is today. Narayanan notes that the the profile of the shrine. 30 The film is a way of learning about Siddhivinayak and the temple as well as inspiring his devotees with stories of his miracles and his presence in Mumbai.
The main story concerns a rich Gujarati business family in Mumbai which is facing the usual family and work conflicts of modern lifestyles: the father has too much work and union troubles in his factories, the mother squabbles with her in-laws and her husband about bringing up the children, the son is disabled, and the daughter wilful. Other people in the film have their own problems -blackmail, kidnapping, terrorism and health among otherswhile one couple provides ‗comic relief'.
It is not clear why the family is Gujarati except perhaps to appeal to that community.
In the Hindi version of film, they speak the occasional sentence of Gujarati, there is some Gujarati writing in shots, and the older woman's sari is worn Gujarati-style and they eat The second incarnation is an auto driver (automated rickshaw) who drives the kidnap victim to safety; while the third is a doctor who brings a patient out of a coma. The fourth is a man in the temple who tells Manav to hurry to the station where his parents are boarding a train; while the fifth is a railway porter who heals the son; and the last is the train conductor who stops the train from leaving before the family is reunited. All these are ordinary people, perhaps the ‗Marathi manoos', the urban Marathi guy, with only the doctor being upwardly mobile and are all played by Dr Ganesh Divekar, a little known actor from Marathi cinema.
30 Ibid., 94-5.
The film's most important concern is family and personal connections.
Siddhivinayak asks his followers to worship their parents as he did and this will solve all your problems. Women are encouraged to play their traditional family roles and their vows and fasts, sometimes over many weeks, are shown to meet with just rewards, uniting families, making children well, and so on. Children are seen as in need of family love and affection, and one song ‗G for Genius' shows them as modern kids in western clothes dancing in
Bollywood style (with a guest appearance by the famous choreographer, Ganesh Acharya) on a picnic, although here they are not, as in some films (see below) the agents of change in the family, as the focus is on the father. At the end of the film, his family is all playing their correct role and his business is prospering.
The father is the only one who realises that Siddhivinayak himself has appeared on earth, but the others in the film quickly accept that Siddhivinayak has performed miracles which are wonderful but not totally unexpected. The moral of the film is made clear at then end when Siddhivinayak tells Manav in a voiceover:
Yes, you recognized me. It was me, myself. In each of those places, you met me in a different form. Without being asked, I fulfill all the wishes of the devotee who serves his parents with his true heart. There is no pilgrimage place, no place of worship, no ceremony, no fast, only the service of parents matters to me.
Familial deity
The film raises many issues which suggest some of the reasons behind the popularity of this particular temple to Ganesh. One is that he will help modern Indians who are dealing with home-work conflict and roles within the traditional family. He is also seen to help the wealthy, although he is fond of the poor. Manav is not shown to be a greedy man and is always willing to use his wealth to help others, although not to give into his striking workers.
Ganesh has a perennial appeal to children as a child-god who lives with his parents and brother, but also as an elephant, an animal for which children show great affection, celebrated in one of India's most popular children's films, Haathi mere saathi (above).
Rather than having a fat man with a prosthetic trunk, animation has restored much of 33 Waghorne, "The gentrification of the goddess". 34 Dwyer, All you want is money, all you need is love. 35 Lutgendorf, Hanuman's tale; Hawley, "Modern India and the question of middle-class religion". 36 Hawley, "Modern India and the question of middle-class religion". The film of Siddhivinayak says there is no need for pilgrimage or special rituals (the temple has priests for rituals but they do not appear as important figures in the film), just worship your parents (see above). Tuesdays are the most sacred day and devotees set out barefoot to walk from their homes to be there for the opening darshan, but this is not seen as a penance but something which devotees enjoy and where all mix on the road leading to the temple and later take Siddhivinayak's presence out to the wider city.
Bombay to Mumbai -the Maharashtrian city
The Ganesh festival or Ganaptai Ustav was mobilised by Tilak as a symbol of Maratha power to protest against British rule.
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It is now a major annual event which takes place for ten days around the beginning of September, which helps to define the city of Bombay, the centre of the film industry which was starting at the same time at Tilak was developing the festival in Pune as a symbol of neo-traditionalist resistance to colonialism. Tilak turned this mostly small family festival, which had become popular in Poona (Pune) under the Chitpavan Brahmin Peshwas, whose titular deity (kuladevata) was Ganesh, into a major festival with public images of the god worshipped and carried through the streets. In 1894, Tilak instructed Hindus to withdraw support from Moharram, in which they had participated, following riots in 1893 over cow protection by mill workers in Bombay and the Deccan, organising this festival on similar lines but using songs which were often explicitly anti-Muslim. 41 The festival emphasised unity as well as seeking prosperity, asking
Ganesh to remove the obstacle of British rule, while uniting groups who had lost power with those seeking to rise. The festival was soon associated with communal violence and by 1910 was heavily restricted. However it continued and its popularity continues until today and it is now most closely associated with the city of Bombay though held in many other cities in
India and beyond
The most celebrated of all the Ganapati Rajas is Lalbaugcha Raja ‗King of Lalbaug'
(1934-), even though the Girgaumcha Raja is older (1893). Lalbaug is in the heart of the former mill area of Bombay-now under pressure to gentrify-and the first statues made when the market place was built were of Ganesh as a fisherman. These were followed by images of freedom fighters, then slim urbane characters, sometimes from theatre. Certainly, like Lalbaugcha Raja, Siddhivinayak attracts many celebrity devotees, including the Bachchan family who make barefoot pilgrimages of many miles to worship him. Yet unlike the Raja, Siddhivinayak, although regal, is small and perhaps even cute, having a direct appeal to his followers. Siddhivinayak sits along other major centres of worship in Mumbai which are frequented by many of all faiths -Haji Ali or St Mary's. The temple is said to receive up to 100,000 visitors daily and has an annual income in tens of crores making
Siddhivinayak one of the leading deities.
Siddhivinayak the presiding deity of Mumbai Ganesh remains a popular deity to have at home -not just during the Ganpati festival. He seems a very modern god, despite hostile views of outsiders thinking he was ‗primitive', being young, smart and wise. He is an approachable god, who grants wishes, and is easily propitiated. He lives in the heart of the cosmopolitan city, and the website offers virtual worship available to those who cannot visit him He is neither patriarchal nor too serious; and he is never frightening though he makes tangible interventions in people's lives. In other words, he's public and private, Brahminical and belonging to other castes; ascetic and fond of sweets; wise and and naughty and greedy; a powerful king and a cute deity. He is never either/or but always both/and. Ganesh's elephantness adds to his appeal to new followers, perhaps maing his paradoxes easy to understand as they are shared by the animal as well as the god who has a partly human form.
The god who presides over beginnings and removes obstacles, he seems the ideal deity for the Indian's new middle classes, the constantly changing city of Mumbai, and as a media presence. The 2014 elections have given a new leader, Narendra Modi, a clear majority to govern, although it is to early to know about his renewing of the already new India. It is no surprise that Ganesh is the maximum deity, and while walls have been erected to protect the shrine of Siddhivinayak, he is felt to continue to bless and guard Mumbaikars in this changing times.
50 ‗Raj Thackeray launches Navnirman Sena', www.rediff.com/news/2006/mar/09raj.htm?zcc=rl, last accessed 31 July 2014.
